Heart and Scalpel is a chronology of firsts, a litany to heroes, sung in the language of warfare where disease is the enemy, surgeons make assaults and attacks, facing victory or defeat. The language is evocative, "the curtain rises", the drama is described and may end with an advance or retreat, success, failure, or the "brilliant flickers of a dying fire". As I read it, I found myself realizing that the book is itself a piece of the history of medicine. It This is a complex book that can be read on several levels. On the surface it is a book about the history of sickle cell anaemia (SCA) in Memphis, Tennessee, the "city of the blues". But it is much more than that. Wailoo tells us about Memphis' sickle cell history in the context of the disease's twentieth-century national history. That national history, and therefore the local Memphis history, is not, in Wailoo's telling of it, just a story of scientific developments and medical care for those with the disease. As the book's subtitle suggests, Wailoo shows how the changes in scientific and medical understanding of SCA were part of a larger story that includes issues of race, politics, and economics. Claiming that "conventional histories of disease tend to follow only the professional scientists and physicians who, it is assumed, played key roles in shaping the lives of the infirm" and that "the traditional narrative for sickle cell disease dwells on the search for scientific understanding" (p. 4), Wailoo wishes to
